Environmental audit is considered a new approach and still in the evolving process. This situation has significant influence on the efforts to provide a single interpretation to be accepted by the public. Most of the definitions offered by organizations normally influenced by the nature of the organizations' operations and in general the private practices play a leading role in providing the definitions compared to the public sector. In the context of environmental audit in the public sector, definition about the audit is referred to the framework provided by the INTOSAI as the main reference to the auditors. Due to its various definitions, this study is conducted to look at how this perspective influences understanding of the public sector auditors in particular in the developing countries as the case of Malaysia. This study employed qualitative approach where interviews were conducted with selected auditors to gain their understanding about environmental audit. The result showed consistent understanding by the auditors with the established framework for environmental auditing in the public sector. Even though there were some gaps between respondents' opinion and the framework, but the framework eventually served as a fundamental for the auditors to understand about environmental audit.
1.0 INTRODUCTION
Environmental audit is considered as a new field of auditing system as mentioned by Power (1994) that emerged as a result of the so-called an 'audit explosion' in the 1980s. As a new field of audits, it provides a challenge to establish a single, generally accepted interpretation. This need arises due to the term of environmental audit itself does not represent a specific purpose but instead may be associated with various forms of activities and programs (Hillary, 1998) .
"International Auditing Practice Committee (1995) , stated that basically there is no one generally accepted form of interpretation related to environmental audit." Most of the interpretations we have nowadays are influenced by the nature of the organizations' activities because the evolving nature of environmental audit has complicated the efforts to provide a clear interpretation of this audit (Cahill, 1992) . This, in turn has a significant effect on the individual understanding about what is meant by environmental audit. Therefore, this study will try to explore how the auditors understand about the environmental audit and the focus of this study is the auditors in the public sector."
This study focused on the auditors in the public sector because there is gap in the development of environmental audit in the public sector compared with the private sector, with most of the existing interpretations today are offered by private organizations such as the British Standards Institution, the International Chamber of Commerce and the International Organisation for Standardisation. Furthermore the interpretation of environmental audit in the public sector is slightly different from the private practice due to the differences in the nature of its activities.
The lack of discussion about environmental audits from the perspective of developing countries has also been one of the motivating factors this study. According to Rika (2009) , study of environmental audit in the developing countries has not attracted much attention compared to developed countries. This situation can be understood as environmental awareness in the developed countries is better compared to developing countries where the interest of economic development is often preceded over the need to preserve the environment. Therefore, the need to fill in the gap and to enrich discussion from the perspective of developing countries has been the motivation for this study.
The rest of this paper will be as follows. Next, the existing definitions and concepts with respect to environmental audit from the perspective of the private and public sector audit will be discussed followed by a brief description of the method of the study before the discussion and conclusions.
2.0
DEFINITIONS AND CONCEPT OF ENVIRONMENTAL AUDIT Discussion in the literature mostly associated environmental audit as a means of assessing the environmental performance (Watson and MacKay, 2003) . Environmental audit can be understood in a broader context, but need to be differentiated from the environmental impact assessment (EIA). According to He et al. (2009) , EIA is an ex ante and ex post evaluation done on the proposed development project with the aim of informing decision-making and could be used as a preventive and precautionary mechanism to protect the environment.
Meanwhile environmental audit is an ex post approach undertaken after a development project is implemented to ensure it is progressing according to plan and in the context of the public sector is to evaluate whether the implementation is complied with the existing policy. Furthermore, in the process, the audit may help explain the problems that affect the achievement of the policy set.
The definition of environmental audit is very much influenced by the nature of the operations of the organization (Stanwick and Stanwick, 2001 ) but environmental audit basically has some common features that it is a systematic, documented, periodic, and objective checking process of a company's environmental performance against pre-set standards and objectives (Hillary, 1992 in Hillary, 1998 . Besides that, environmental audit is also being used as a management tool in environmental management system to disseminate the result to the clients and stakeholders about assessment of compliance with the environmental laws and regulation. Generally, most of the definitions focus on the use of environmental audit as an environmental management tool which aim to help the management in safeguarding the environment and to comply with the relevant laws and regulations. It also deals with the right of the stakeholders to get useful information regarding environmental management system implemented by an organization.
According to Hillary (1998) , the most most common accepted definition of environmental audit is as defined by the International Chamber of Commerce (ICC). The ICC defines environmental audit as, 'A management tool comprising a systematic, documented, periodic and objective evaluation of how well environmental organization, management and equipment are performing with the aim of helping to safeguard the environment by (i) facilitating management control of environmental practices; (ii) assessing compliance with company policies, which would include meeting regulatory requirements.' (International Chamber of Commerce, 1989) .
The Commission of the European Communities Council (2001) perceives environmental audit as a management tool to assist the organization management in administering environmental matters when defines environmental audit as a management tool framework for setting and reviewing environmental comprising a systematic, documented, periodic and objective evaluation of the performance of the organization, management system and processes designed to protect the environment with the aim of (i) facilitating management control of practices which system related to an organization's management of its may have an impact on the environment; (ii) assessing compliance with the environmental policy, including environmental objectives and targets of the organization Meanwhile, the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) points out the role of regulated entities under the self regulatory approach to systematically conduct an environmental audit with the aim of meeting environmental requirements. The agency defines environmental audit as a systematic, documented, periodic, and objective review by regulated entities of facility operations and practices related to meeting environmental requirements (cited in GAO, 1995) . Based on the definition, environmental audit can be used in various ways to achieve a number of objectives such as to verify organization's compliance to environmental laws and regulation, evaluating the effectiveness of environmental system in place to manage environmental responsibilities and assessing the risk of facilities operations (GAO, 1995) .
The International Organisation for Standardisation (ISO) has extended the definition of environmental auditing to include dissemination of audit result to the client. According to the ISO, environmental audit is a systematic, documented verification process of objectively obtaining and evaluating audit evidence to determine whether specified environmental activities, events, conditions, management systems, or information about these matters conform with audit criteria, and communicating the results of this process to the client (cited in Lightbody, 2000) .
In accordance with the definition given by ISO, Gray (2000) refers environmental audit as a social audit that focused on the priority to report the audit results to the user and in this context is not limited to the internal, but more important is to the external users about the extent of the organization's success in ensuring its accountability to the environment.
Meanwhile Welford (1994) refers environmental audit as a series of activities initiated by management to evaluate environmental performance, to check compliance with environmental legislation and to assess whether systems are in place to manage environmental responsibilities. Visvanathan et al. (1998) take a slightly different perspective to define environmental audit as a systematic approach, documented and implemented periodically and objectively done to evaluate environmental management performance and organizational needs towards the environment in order to enable the organization to make an objective evaluation on the organization's compliances to its own policy and relevant environmental laws. Regarding their perspectives, environmental audit is essentially an assessment carried out by organization as an approach for continuous improvement as well as to protect the environment.
The International Organisation of Supreme Audit Institutions (INTOSAI) defines environmental audit in the context that the audit is generally not significantly different from normal auditing as practiced by Supreme Audit Institutions (SAIs) and its can encompass of all types of audit where in the performance audit, the three Es of Economy, Effectiveness, and Efficiency can be included. The adoption of the fourth E that is the 'Environment,' depends on the SAI's mandate and its government's environmental policy, which is desirable, but not critical for conducting environmental audit in the public sector. Meanwhile the concept of sustainable development can part of the environmental audit definition, only if it is a part of the government policy and/or program to be audited (Leeuwen, 2004) . The INTOSAI basic environmental audit framework is as shown below. 
Basic environmental audit framework
Audit is no different than normal auditing practicing in the public sector comprising of financial, compliance and performance. With respect to performance audit, focus on the '3Es' of economy, efficiency, effectiveness can be included. Audit on the environmental issue is highly depended on the SAI's mandate and the government's environmental policy. The concept of sustainable development can be part of the definition only if it is part of the government policy and/or program to be audited.
Source: Leeuwen (2004) Based on the framework, environmental audit is, in principle, not different from other audit approaches practiced by the SAIs. It could encompass of audit of financial, compliance or performance on which the environmental audit is basically performed under the jurisdiction of performance audit. Environmental audit in performance audit perspective is aimed to determine whether an organization is achieving its objectives effectively, efficiently and economically (Rose, 2001; Leeuwen, 2004) . The audit on the economic factor basically to assess the pattern of spending by an organization. The audit is about to determine that the acquisition of the appropriate quality and quantity of financial, human and physical resources was done at the appropriate times and at the lowest cost that is, spending less. Efficiency assessment focus on the optimization used of resources to ensure maximum useful is gained for any given set of financial, human or physical resource inputs, or is minimized for any given quantity and quality of output provided. Meanwhile, the evaluation of effectiveness is regarding the organizational spending whether it has achieved the objectives or other intended results of programs, operations or activities (Rose, 2001; INTOSAI, 2004) .
As prescribed in the INTOSAI framework, assessment on the environment depends on the SAI mandate and whether the government has a policy on the environment. Based on the provision, mandate and government policy would be the main challenges to the most of SAIs in conducting environmental audit especially when dealing with sustainability issues. However, some of environmental auditors advocated that the environmental audit should be practiced in regular, and automatically include "environmental sustainability" in all organizational performance audits based on the principle that all organizations should have internalized some environmental objectives, but under the current practice, environmental issue only addressed when the performance audit is specifically conducted to examine them (Rose, 2001) .
Generally, environmental audit in the private sector has been used as an internal control mechanism in environmental management and to ensure organization operation is in compliance with environmental laws and regulations. Meanwhile, in the public sector, environmental audit is considered an environmental check and balance mechanism to ensure public resources had been used economically, effectively and achieved the intended result as well as to consider the impacts of programs, activities or operations to the environment. Environmental audit is also being considered an important tool to achieve sustainable development which seems to be left out in the definitions offered by the private counterparts.
3.0 RESEARCH METHOD
This study is a qualitative research using semi-structured interviews as a method to gather information from respondents. The use of semi-structured interview in qualitative research provides an opportunity for researcher to explore in greater depth on how the respondents understand about environmental audit undertaken in the public sector and to give freedom for researcher and respondents to explore new potential while discussing these issues.
This study was conducted among auditors in the public sector and in this case, the Office of the Auditor-General. A total of nine auditors consisting of junior auditors, senior auditors and senior managers of the Office of the Auditor General were selected to be the respondents in this research. Interview sessions with the respondents were conducted between May to September 2012, which took between 30 minutes to two hours and recorded. The record then transcribed in verbatim to produce raw data.
Analysis of the interviews was done using the approach as suggested by Miles and Huberman (1994) . A number of key themes were developed to reflect the respondents' understanding about environmental audit. The results of the analysis then compared with an environmental audit framework in the public sector as proposed by INTOSAI (2001) to look at the respondents' understanding and potential reasons for the differences.
4.0 RESULTS
Discussion on the findings of this study is based on the environmental audit framework advocated by the INTOSAI (2001). This reference is important to provide insight whether respondents' understanding is consistent with the INTOSAI environmental audit framework. Based on the framework, the findings are as discussed below.
Background of the Respondents
A total of nine respondents were chosen as respondents for this study consists of three auditors in each group, representing junior auditors, senior auditors and senior management team. The junior auditors selected are directly involved in the process of conducting the environmental audit. Meanwhile, the senior auditors are responsible for supervision on the audit works and senior managers are directly involved in the decision making process in particular to determine the contents of environmental audit report. The following table shows the background of the respondent and their involvement in the implementation of environmental audit. The views were not surprising due to the auditors' limited exposure to this audit considering that serious implementation only happened in the last few years and just involved a certain group of auditors. In addition this auditing only involves a group of auditors. In regard to that, one of the respondents explained that environmental audit is often seen in a narrow perspective and the establishment of a special unit to focus on environmental audit has brought a new perspective to auditors that the audit should be treated in a broader perspective, as stated, "…previously, we only focus on the waste management.
But now we are expanding to other issues of environment which to include forestry and the latest on sand mining and mangrove management…so for the past three to four years we can see a slight changes in our audit approach. Before that I can't say much…" [Auditor 8].

Environmental Audit Is No Different than Normal Audit in the Public Sector
As shown in the Table I , environmental audit is considered as a common audit approach implemented in the public sector and to include the audit of or a combination of financial, compliance and performance auditing. In the financial audit, consideration will be given to the potential impact on the financial affairs that may have negative effect to the environment. In the context of compliance audit, the purpose of environmental audit is to provide assurance that governmental activities are conducted in accordance with relevant environmental laws, standards and policies, both at national and international levels. Meanwhile, a wider definition has been attributed to the environmental audit in the context of performance audit to include an assessment on the ability of agencies to promote economy, efficiency and effectiveness in implementation of public programs. 
.(but) in that sense we cannot value it" [Auditor 4].
Although evaluation of 3Es is emphasized in the INTOSAI framework, the majority of respondents emphasized that environmental audit assessment is generally to evaluate whether the implementation of an activity has been performed in an efficient manner and meeting the goals set rather than the economic use of resources. In fact, less attention on the economic factor in an environmental audit is associated with its potential negative relationship with the efficiency factor as explained by a respondent, Even though environmental audit is emphasized as a performance audit, a number of respondents raised the potential to associate it as a compliance audit to assess the extent of agency's compliance with laws and regulations. In this context, concept of audit as a medium to ensure compliance with laws and regulations is seen to have significant influence on auditors perception about the audit as expressed amongst others, "Firstly we will look over the laws …" [Auditor 1] "Auditing as I am concern is about to ensure all the procedures are followed and implemented correctly." [Auditor 2] "….but compliance and performance we really did that portion. It means that we are evaluating the compliance to laws and regulations..." [Auditor 8] 
Integrating Environmental Aspect in the Audit
The second perspective in the INTOSAI environmental audit framework is that the audit can cover the fourth 'E,' that is the "environment" only if the mandate allows the auditor to perform the audit in the public sector. The mandate is considered a necessary aspect even though not critical to enable the implementation of environmental audit in the public sector. Respondents explained that a clear mandate in the audit jurisdiction to specifically allow the auditor to perform an environmental audit is not a requirement. Provision of a general mandate that is sufficient to allow the conduct of the audit the view of a respondent, "If we refer to the Audit Act, the environment is not mentioned there. But in the process of auditing we will evaluate the policy and the extent of implementation and also the money spent by the government to address environmental issues have reached the intended goal." [Auditor 5] . In this context, respondent considered the existing provisions in the Audit Act is sufficient to enable the conduct of environmental audit even though the act is not clearly stated the responsibilities of auditor to carry out such an audit in the public sector.
According to another respondent, specific mandate to conduct environmental audit is not a priority because the current type of audit is considered enough to enable auditors to perform the audit, 
Integrating Assessments for Sustainable Development
The INTOSAI environmental auditing framework pointed that sustainable development issues can be part of environmental audits only if it is part of the government policy or program to be audited. Referring to the interpretation, a respondent gave this comment, " Yes, we In integrating potential issues of sustainable development in auditing, thorough consideration should be exercised since in the developing country the need for economic development is always preceded the important to protect the environment. Environmental aspects and sustainable development even though interrelated, but are treated differently and these basically have significant influence on the audit as mentioned by these respondents, 
5.0 DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSION
INTOSAI framework only provides a general perspective on environmental audit. However, the perspective presented by INTOSAI is seen to have a significant influence on the respondents' understanding of the audit. In the context of the nature of the audit, it was observed the respondents had a tendency to consider environmental audit as a performance audit. However, the focus on performance audit is more on the efficiency and effectiveness than economic factors in order to observe the achievement of a program. In addition, an environmental audit is also considered a new approach in the public sector auditing. This understanding is seen affected by serious efforts to highlight the importance of environmental audit in the current period.
In the context of integrating environmental aspects in the audit, the respondents generally focused on the importance of assessing the environmental impact resulting from the implementation of a program. The assessment of the extent of the environmental impact of the program is considered an important issue and should be a priority in environmental audit if compared with INTOSAI framework that puts the need to assess the environmental aspects only if the audit is supported by a mandate or the government has established a policy on the environment.
The need for an audit mandate to support environmental audit initiatives in the public sector should not be an issue. Mandate, even though considered important, is not a primary requirement to support the implementation of environmental audits in the public sector because the audit is part of the auditing arm that can be applied within the existing audit framework, but caution should be emphasized to the parameters specified in the existing law.
Concerning the relationship between environmental audit and sustainable development, most of the respondents understand this issue in a wider perspective. Respondents agreed that environmental audit has a positive relationship with sustainable development and to achieve this objective, the audit should not be limited to only if sustainable development is part of the government policy or program to be audited. Instead, sustainable development should be a priority in environmental audit objective. Therefore, in this context, environmental audit is seen to have great potential to contribute to achieving the goals of sustainable development, particularly in the developing countries.
Based on the discussions and issues raised, there was observed a consistent understanding among the public sector auditors with the INTOSAI environmental audit framework. environmental audit framework. Even though there were some broader perspectives among the respondents following the introduction of environmental audit in the public sector, but the framework eventually served as the basis for the auditors to understand the audit.
